INTRODUCTION
Birds of prey are carnivorous birds that possess 3 important adaptations for hunting. They have an excellent vision which allows them to see prey a great distance away. They have powerful feet called talons which they use to catch the prey, and they have a hooked beak to break their prey's neck and tear off meat.
FORMATION OF THE RAPTOR PELLET
Most raptors eat their entire prey. Some owls even eat them whole, in one gulp, when they are small enough of course! The bird's stomach can digest the meat, the fat and other tissues but not the feathers, fur or bones of the prey. All these non-digested parts create a pellet in the bird's gizzard, an organ of the digestive system. The process of digestion and of forming a pellet can take between 6 and 24 hours depending on the type and the size of the prey eaten. It is important the bird coughs up this mass of nondigested parts because it could get in the way of the absorption of nutrients and cause certain health problems. The pellet gets coated with protective mucus when it leaves the gizzard to be regurgitated; this prevents the throat irritation and makes it easier to regurgitate.
PELLET ANALYSIS
When dissecting the pellet you might find a wide variety of things inside: skulls, beaks, various bones, insect exoskeletons, etc. The content will allow you to identify the type and number of prey the bird ate. For example, if you find three skulls, this means that the bird ate three animals during the last day. Moreover, if the skulls are incomplete, they are likely to be from birds since their bones are fragile whereas if the skulls are intact, they are probably from rodents. Finally, it is usually easy to tell apart the two prey skulls since you can see small teeth on mammal skulls and none on the birds'.
AMAZING PELLETS!
Nocturnal raptors (owls) have a generally less efficient digestive system than that of diurnal raptors and as a result, produce impressive pellets. Owls' pellets can contain up to 10 times more bones than those of diurnal raptors (eagles, vultures, hawks and falcons). They can measure between 2.5 and 10 cm and are good indicators of the prey consumed.
Also, the size, colour and content of a pellet can indicate what raptor produced it. If for example, a pellet contains a lot of insects, there is a good chance it was produced by an Eastern Screech Owl since they eat bugs, or if the pellet is very large, it would be from a Great Horned Owl which has larger stomach.
THE RAPTOR PELLET DISSECTION ACTIVITY PREPARATION
Before starting the activity, it is recommended you cover the work area with newspaper or large garbage bags in order to make cleaning afterwards easier.
Take note that the pellets are not sterile and can contain bacteria like Salmonella. It is important to make sure that all students wear plastic gloves during the activity and/or wash their hands afterwards. Work surfaces should also be cleaned with disinfectant at the end.
The activity is to be performed in groups of two or three students, it is therefore recommended to form the work groups beforehand.
LIST OF MATERIALS NEEDED PER TEAM
The following materials may be easily purchased at "Dollar stores" if needed.
1. One strainer 2. One bowl or plastic container 3. Skewer sticks and a pair of tweezers 4. One sports water bottle 5. One pellet (10 provided) 6. Sheets with diagrams of small animal bones (3 provided) 7. Paper towels 8. Plastic gloves (provided)
ACTIVITY WRAP-UP
At the end of the activity, each team can compare what they found.
Did they find more remains of birds or rodents? Were there odd objects in the pellet?
You should encourage research and reading on birds of prey, their adaptations, ecology and biology.
SCIENTIFIC METHOD OPTION THE SCIENTIFIC METHOD OPTION
i. Observation of an event.
ii.
Elaboration of a tentative description or hypothesis that explains the event. iii. Prediction of results based on the hypothesis. iv.
Experimentation to test whether or not the hypothesis predicted the results and if not, modification of the hypothesis.
To foster active exploration and emphasize the use of the scientific method, each team should hypothesize on the content of their pellet before starting the dissection. Students can use the "Scientific Report Worksheet" provided in the appendix to orient their exploration.
They should start by observing the pellet before breaking it apart and collect data on the size, colour and shape of the pellet. They can also draw its outline on a piece of paper before dissecting it. Note that lighter coloured pellets are more likely to contain bird remains than dark coloured pellets, which tend to contain more rodents remains.
Once the dissection is done, the hypothesis can be assessed according to the actual content of the pellet.
